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ABSTRACT
With the importance of English language proficiency in the job market in China
and globally, an increasing number of Chinese students seek advanced education in
English-speaking countries, and many students choose Canadian higher education
institutions because of their high-quality education programs. Beginning in 2020, because
of the COVID-19 health crisis, many higher education institutions temporarily moved
their courses online, which caused different types of challenges for teachers and students.
This study focuses on the experience of Chinese international students in online
education at a Canadian University, examining their challenges and strategies related to
their learning experience. Data were collected by interviewing six Chinese international
students from three disciplines at a university in southwestern Ontario, who were taking
online courses from Canada or China. Findings indicate that participants encountered
various challenges related to language, cultural, and technical aspects. Based on the
study’s findings, it is recommended that instructors of online courses that involve
Chinese international students need to make more efforts to provide more culturally
inclusive instruction.

Keywords: Chinese international students, online education, asynchronous classes,
synchronous classes
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Given the importance of English language proficiency in the global job market, China
has made English language courses mandatory beginning in primary school. In addition, to
distinguish themselves in a competitive job market, almost 700,000 Chinese post-secondary
students have chosen to study abroad, many of them in English-speaking countries such as
Canada (Textor, 2020). Studying in English countries and being taught by English teachers in
an authentic English-language classroom is believed to facilitate a degree of language
proficiency that gives these Chinese students a distinct advantage over peers who have only
studied in China.
Since March 2020, the COVID-19 crisis has pushed many of the courses online,
meaning that these international students from China are not having the in-class learning
experience that they were hoping to set them apart from those who did not study abroad.
Some even returned to China and are completing their courses from home (D. Hao, personal
communication, May 14, 2020), thereby negating the purpose of having studied abroad. In
addition to limiting their opportunity for English immersion, both those who have remained
in Canada and those who returned to China are facing a number of barriers to learning
because of their classes being held online. However, even if the education system should
return to some degree of normalcy when the COVID-19 crisis subsides, online learning is not
a temporary fix but may become a new normal. Consequently, post-secondary schools are
offering an increasing number of online courses and traditional brick-and-mortar courses that
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integrate online components. To ensure that future online courses effectively promote
learning and support student outcomes for Chinese international students, it is critical to
understand the barriers that exist in the realm of online learning and identify the strategies
that are proving least and most effective. To achieve this, it is first essential to understand the
background information related to online learning and define the key terms used in the field.
1.1 Background
When examining the background of online learning in the context of the COVID-19
quarantine and Chinese international students in Canada, there are three key things to
consider: the number of Chinese international students in Canada and their expectations, the
impact that the COVID-19 crisis has had on online learning, and the trend that has seen postsecondary schools integrating a growing number of online courses or courses with online
components into their education model.
1.1.1

Chinese International Students in Canada
In recent years, the enrolment of international students has increased while that of

Canadian students has slightly decreased (Statistics Canada, 2018). Between 2015 and 2019,
the increasing number of international students has made Canada the third-leading
educational destination (El-Assal, 2020). This is especially true among Chinese international
students, whose numbers in Canada have increased from over 40,000 in 2007 to
approximately 140,000 in 2017, and this increase made China the largest country of origin
for international students in Canada in 2017 (Canadian Bureau for International Education,
2018; Luedi, 2019).
2

Studying at English-speaking universities overseas, such as those in Canada, has
become popular in China for several reasons. Most Chinese students have English as a
compulsory course starting in primary school, and English language proficiency has been a
standard of assessment in many areas. This is demonstrated by the fact that Gaokao, China’s
national college entrance examination, has made English one of the three required
components in the test. Likewise, many Chinese universities and colleges use English-studyabroad experience as a requirement for faculty members’ promotion (Ai, 2019). For instance,
associate professors and lecturers in Chinese universities, who spend one year as visiting
scholars in a Canadian higher education institute, can gain more opportunities for promotion;
this experience can also enhance their professional reputation (Ai, 2019).
Because of the consideration of education quality, Chinese students believe that
Canada is one of the ideal places to gain higher education. As a result, in 2019, Chinese
international students comprised 22% of Canada’s international student population (El-Assal,
2020). However, studying in Canada also creates some shared challenges for Chinese
international students, such as language and cultural barriers, their unique perspectives, and
expectations regarding curriculum and pedagogy (Zhou et al., 2017).
1.1.2

COVID-19 and Online Learning
Following the COVID-19 breakout, Canada’s federal government announced social

distancing measures (Harris, 2020). Due to the impact of the COVID-19, McGill University,
the University of British Columbia, and the University of Ottawa shifted all the larger classes
online during the lockdown, and only a few courses or parts of courses were scheduled to
3

take place on campus (CBC News, 2020; The Canadian Press, 2020). The University of
Windsor also cancelled social activities, moved courses online during March of 2020, and
planned to offer primarily online courses in the fall semester (Gordon, 2020). However,
online courses brought new challenges for instructors and students. Though some may
assume that this transition means that lectures will simply be offered via an online medium,
some classes may rely more on a self-directed learning approach that is guided by course
readings, group discussions on message boards, and written assignments. Many students do
not have extensive experience navigating online courses, working exclusively with online
resources, or independently managing time to process required reading. This online course
experience could lead to feelings of isolation or cause students to feel lost without clear
direction from instructors on a weekly basis, which they are accustomed to and expect to be a
central component of their learning experience. For example, based on the feedback of
courses held in the summer term of 2020, the courses’ learning and assessment are done
almost exclusively through reading and writing requirements. This means that students do
not get support from teachers in the classroom with respect to ensuring they comprehend the
reading content. Without the direction of professors, students may spend more time on the
courses than they expected to understand the reading materials and the rubrics. Moreover,
group work relies more heavily on electronic communication, which may reduce the
efficiency and prolong the duration of such group assignments. Without seeing and
communicating with their professors and peers, students may feel that they are doing all the
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work independently and lack adequate support, which may make them feel uncertain about
what they are getting out of the course and their performance.
1.1.3

Increase in Online Courses in Post-Secondary Schools
The technological revolution has transformed the way students learn and has created

the need for more multimodal approaches. Tess (2013) notes that the increasing number of
smartphones used by the young generation brings smart technology into the classroom, and
instructors explore the possibility of using this technology to promote active learning in
higher education. Thus, post-secondary institutions have been increasingly integrating online
courses or online components into their curriculums. For example, online courses are
provided by more than 200 post-secondary institutions across Canada, and 20% of current
students have taken online courses, with some taking between 3-10 online courses every year
(Ebeattie, 2019). In Ontario, there are 22 publicly-funded universities and 24 publicly-funded
colleges; 45 of these institutions, equal to over 97%, deliver flexible, online, or hybrid
courses and programs through the eCampus Ontario’s Learn Online portal (eCampus
Ontario, n.d.-a).
Moreover, there are 100 fully online degree-credit courses and over 80 non-degree
courses available at the University of Windsor (eCampus Ontario, n.d.-b). As Bates (2018)
notes, all universities and colleges in Canada use learning management systems (LMSs), and
more than two-thirds believe that online learning was extremely important for their strategic
and academic plans. As a practical administration application, LMSs provide an easy way for
instructors to manage students’ learning outcomes and for students to facilitate their learning
5

progress. The online platforms for courses with electronic components, such as Blackboard
used at the University of Windsor, allow teachers to host lectures and discussions, share
notes, and test students, among other features. With the help of LMSs, students can easily
access course materials, discuss content with classmates, and check the feedback for their
assignments.
1.2 Definitions
Given the novel nature of many elements relating to online learning, some of the
terms are not defined clearly and may be confused with other similar terms. To establish a
clear understanding of what the terms mean with regard to online learning, it is critical to
define the key terms associated with it.
1.2.1

Learning Management System (LMS)
According to Jafari et al. (2015), a learning management system (LMS) is a set of

networks and tools integrated to support online learning. This network allows students to
examine multimedia lectures, communicate with their lecturers and peers, download
materials, and take quizzes and submit homework online. LMS enhances the learning
experience in and out of the classroom. As noted by Rhode et al. (2017), announcements,
grades, folders, assignments and discussion-board are frequently used, and they also provide
a method of sharing materials and activities for students to collaborate. For instance, students
can have discussions through forums instead of discussions in the classroom. They can get
instant notifications relating to their assignments in both fully online and partly online
courses.
6

1.2.2

Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC)
Computer-mediated communication (CMC) refers to human communication via

computers, such as online chatting, email, and instant messaging. There are two main types
of CMC: synchronous CMC and asynchronous CMC (Simpson, 2002). Synchronous CMC
involves immediate feedback, whereas asynchronous CMC does not depend on an immediate
answer. For instance, video conferencing and instant messaging are synchronous
communication; asynchronous communication includes emails and discussion forums on the
LMS.
1.2.3

Computer Literacy
Computer literacy is the ability to use computers and related technology, which

requires understanding computer programing and how computers can be operated (Tobin,
1983). This refers to the practical or technical skills required to use the hardware and
software, including the ability to turn on a computer and use programs. For example, this
may refer to a personal ability to use Microsoft Office Suite’s Word and PowerPoint to
respectively make written documents or presentation slides. As computer literacy involves
experience with computers, software, and computer systems, users must know how to
operate computer programs, but higher levels of computer literacy would include knowing
how to program the software.
1.2.4

Digital Literacy
Because the word “digital” is often associated with the word “computer,” some

people use the term “computer literacy” interchangeably with “digital literacy.” However,
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people have used the terms differently and have been increasingly using digital literacy to
refer to the ability to use information technology. In this way, computer literacy and digital
literacy are two distinct forms of literacy: computer literacy focuses on navigating hardware
and software; digital literacy focuses on searching information. Digital literacy is defined as
the ability to navigate, evaluate, and compose computer and internet resources, which also
involves online communication and information searching on digital platforms (Head &
Eisenberg, 2009). For example, using the phone to check emails and using a search engine to
find the answer to a question are the digital skills academics need to achieve goals, which is
the main idea of digital literacy. There is a different level of cognition engagement with
digital literacy, namely is finding, locating, and evaluating information; this does not simply
mean opening a web browser and starting to search. The most significant distinction is that
digital literacy includes filtering the information instead of knowing how to operate
computing systems.
1.2.5

Information Literacy
As defined by the Association of College and Research Libraries (2015), information

literacy is a series of comprehensive abilities to find information and understand how the
information is produced and valued under the consideration of ethical perspectives.
According to the definitions of computer literacy, digital literacy, and information literacy,
there is also a language overlap among the three forms of literacy. It is easy to connect the
digital world and the computer world, the internet and technology, and some people might
also get digital literacy confused with information literacy. However, there is a significant
8

difference between digital literacy and information literacy. Digital literacy refers to locate
and find information, whereas information literacy focuses on how that information is
produced and evaluated for potential biases. For instance, with the information overload,
information can be found not only in published news and books but also through computer
software, such as Google and Facebook. Knowing which database to use and locate the
information is more about distinguishing and valuing information literacy data.
1.2.6

Bloom’s Taxonomy
Bloom et al. (1956) developed a classification of levels of intellectual behaviour that

are important in the learning process, and this provides a measure of the educational
objectives that students are expected to learn (as cited in Krathwohl, 2002). The educational
goals in the field of cognition range from low to high, simple to complex, and feature six
levels: knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. With the
development of teaching and learning in the 21st century, Anderson and Krathwohl (2001)
updated the original version to a new taxonomy, changing from nouns to verbs and updating
the fifth and sixth levels: remembering, understanding, applying, analyzing, evaluating, and
creating. A comparison of the two versions of the measures is outlined in Table 1.
Table 1 Two Versions of Bloom’s Taxonomy
Revised Version

Original Version

1. Remembering—recognizing, recalling

1. Knowledge—knowledge of specifics
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2. Understanding—interpreting,

2. Comprehension—translation, interpretation,

exemplifying, classifying, summarizing,

extrapolation

inferring, comparing, explaining
3. Applying—executing, implementing

3. Application

4. Analyzing—differentiating, organizing

4. Analysis—analysis of elements,
relationships and organizational principles

5. Evaluating—checking, critiquing

5. Synthesis—production of unique
communication and operations, derivation of a
set of abstract relations

6. Creating—generating, planning,

6. Evaluation—evaluation in terms of internal

producing

evidence, judgments in terms of external
criteria

Bloom’s taxonomy is more than a classification of objectives when planning teaching
activities before the classes; it is also a measurement tool to examine curriculum when
checking the learning outcomes, which is beneficial for both teachers and students
(Krathwohl, 2002).
1.3 Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to explore the learning experience of Chinese
international students in an online environment at a Canadian University. In this research,
online learning includes courses entirely online and blended learning. As thousands of
Chinese international students come to Canada for higher education, it is critical to know the
10

obstacles they encounter when engaging with online learning. To understand the challenges
and best meet students’ expectations, these issues need to be discussed, including the
discussion of online courses and the benefits and obstacles of online learning. The study also
seeks to identify which online learning designs most effectively support the learning needs
and expectations of Chinese international students. By studying the key elements of a course
design, such as delivery methods and assessment, the significant components of online
learning can be identified and critically assessed.
1.4 Significance of the Study
The proposed study will examine the needs of Chinese international students who are
taking online courses in a Canadian higher educational institution, the result of which aims to
provide information on how to ensure the best possible online learning experience for these
students. The goal of the research is to develop results that can make a meaningful
contribution to the knowledge body of online learning and international education, which can
benefit post-secondary educational institutions in Canada that wish to remain competitive in
international student recruitment and retention , and more effectively serve the needs and
promote the learning outcome of their international students.
The findings of the study will be informative for educators and help identify which
online learning designs most effectively support the learning needs and expectations of
Chinese international students. The study will also provide insights that may enhance the
online learning experience and promote learning outcomes. With respect to future students,
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the obstacles the proposed study identifies can inform policies to prevent future students
from experiencing similar challenges.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Based on a review of relevant literature, online learning facilitates multimodal
approaches for a multiplicity of pedagogical models and assessments. In this context, it is
critical to consider the core elements of educational experience in order to ascertain whether
current online strategies are fulfilling these elements. It is likewise important to examine
digital literacy and ICT in the classroom, as well as the social media used in online
education. With respect to virtual classrooms, it is critical to assess computer-mediated
communication (CMC) and learning management systems (LMSs). Finally, for the purposes
of the current study, it is likewise vital to identify the obstacles that Chinese international
students in Canada encounter in their online learning environment.
2.1 Three Key Elements of Online Educational Environment
With regard to the educational experiences, there are three key elements to learning:
cognitive, social, and teaching presence (Garrison et al., 1999). When integrating digital
technologies with traditional learning approaches, there are three core elements within this
educational experience: teaching and learning in the digital age, social communication needs,
and asynchronous and synchronous instructions.
2.1.1

Teaching and Learning in the Digital Age
Digital technologies have significantly transformed teaching and learning by

providing increasingly powerful tools and various educational opportunities that have the
potential to promote teaching and learning outcomes. For example, ICT changed the
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pedagogical method that teachers use and the way that students participate in the classroom,
which has helped create a new learning environment that can positively influence learning
results with the appropriate usage of pedagogical practices (Ferran et al., 2016; Hardman,
2019). Given that many students engage with the world through their smart devices, such as
cellphones, tablets and laptops, it has become increasingly important for teachers to be able
to integrate this technology into their classrooms. Plump and LaRosa (2017), for instance,
suggest that instructional games such as Kahoot! offer user-centred approaches that increase
student engagement by implementing behavioural designs. This is advantageous for three
central reasons: it provides real-time feedback, facilitates participation, and increases student
motivation.
2.1.1.1 Real-Time Feedback
Real-time instructional quizzes and games provide a non-intrusive form of interactive
assessment that offers immediate insights into which parts of lesson content have been
understood by students. This is advantageous because it not only offers benefits to teachers
but also students.
Benefits for Teachers. In order to get feedback as to whether or not their teaching
approaches are helping students progress, teachers often have to wait for the results or
regular assessments (Wolf, 2007). However, the long cycle time of the evaluations leaves
insufficient time to make adequate adjustments to the teaching content and methods and
leads the results of the regular tests to indicate period achievement in all. This can result in
negative feedback, as high-stakes assessments, such as final exams, often make most students
14

feel anxious about assessment (Djoub, 2018). In contrast to traditional modes of assessment,
interactive activities, such as Kahoot!, provide real-time feedback to facilitate the teaching
quality and learning experience (Licorish et al., 2018).
It is believed that appropriate and proper assessments can be integrated with teaching
pedagogies as an efficient teaching tool (Ghadi & Khodabakhshzadeh, 2016). Having
students completed real-time quizzes immediately after teaching content helps teachers
identify which pedagogical strategies are suitable for both the material and their students’
learning preferences. In this context, real-time feedback provides teachers with important
information about the effectiveness of their teaching practices, which promotes their
students’ comprehension. For instance, in an English writing class, scaffolding is used to
build on what students already know, and with the feedback in the classroom, teachers can
adjust the tasks according to the students’ levels and needs (Herrell & Jordan, 2020).
Benefits for Students. Through the use of interactive activities in the classroom, realtime feedback can also improve students’ comprehension positively (Grazulevicius et al.,
2020). Djoub (2018) observes that almost three-quarters of participants (73%) believe
interactive activities, such as answering classmates’ and teacher’s questions/comments in
class, help them boost their learning abilities confidently. Moreover, as noted by
Grazulevicius et al. (2020), smart devices provide anonymous feedback in a less stressful
way to enhance students’ willingness to participate, which is more effective than separately
interviewing or submitting reports. Grazulevicius et al. also found a significant upward trend
in the class atmosphere as interactive activities were highly rated by students. This is
15

affirmed by Licorish et al. (2018), who indicate that the timely feedback and gamification
features of Kahoot! have positive impacts on students’ motivation and engagement; thus,
they conclude that gaming competition increases students’ willingness to engage in problemsolving and promotes their curiosity.
2.1.1.2 Student Engagement
ICTs provide tools for students who are too shy to engage with an opportunity to
participate anonymously, thereby increasing engagement. This is especially important in
contexts where cultural barriers make students nervous about participating. It likewise has
the ability to invert traditional teacher-centred models and make the silent students the center
of the class, empowering them to take a more active role in the learning process.
Introversion and Culture Barriers. The impact of culture on communication in the
classroom is underestimated (Straker, 2016). Because of the cultural diversity, international
students in higher education encounter language and cultural barriers that inhibit their
participation in the class (Wen & Clément, 2003). As noted by Wen and Clément, under the
influence of Confucian pedagogy, the concern of the Chinese concept of diulian (丢脸),
which roughly translates to “the loss of face,” is obvious. Because students are concerned
about what their peers think of them, they are often unwilling to volunteer answers for fear
that they might embarrass themselves by providing an incorrect answer, which is also known
as the “fear of negative evaluation” (Lee, 2007, p. 33). This is not only true of students from
Eastern backgrounds but also students who may be shy or introverted. Moreover, due to the
concerns of language barriers, asynchronous communications can create tension and increase
16

their anxiety about the contribution to the class topics as non-native English students (Zhang
& Kenny, 2010). While waiting for the reply from their peers, they are concerns whether the
expressions of their answers are clear and thoughtful enough. These students may likewise be
reluctant to participate. However, with the help of ICTs, those interactive audience response
systems such as Kahoot! and PollEverywhere allow students to participate in the activities
anonymously or with nicknames, which allows the students to focus on solving problems
instead of worrying about their performance (Licorish et al., 2018; Meguid & Collins, 2017).
Student-Centred Classroom. In the traditional education and teaching model, the
teacher is the main body of the classroom, while students are subordinate. Because the core
of this traditional education model is that the instructor is teaching from the podium and the
student receives what the teacher says, students may not have the opportunity to participate
or actively engage in class. However, the main purpose and characteristic of ICTs are to
reverse the traditional classroom teaching model and to change the teacher-centred classroom
mode into student-centred classroom mode, which is beneficial as it encourages students to
concentrate on the class and discover the gaps in their knowledge and misunderstandings
(Meguid & Collins, 2017). This interactive teaching mode to student’s study enthusiasm fully
mobilized students from passive knowledge inputting into active imputing. As noted by
Meguid and Collins (2017), students’ understanding and critical thinking are greatly
stimulated in this process, which provides the necessary objective conditions to cultivate
students’ ability training in the new era.
2.1.1.3 Learning Motivation
17

Learning motivation is an important factor that shapes students’ engagement with
teaching content and influences learning outcomes (Puteri, 2018). In Puteri’s (2018) study,
motivation has been divided into two categories: internal/intrinsic and external/extrinsic. Lin
et al. (2017) note that when the curriculum adopts ICTs, students are often able to more
effectively grasp the initiative of teaching activities, which can, in turn, facilitate their
motivation. When the traditional curriculum fails to integrate ICTs, students who are
immersed with technology in their daily lives may not be as motivated to engage. Thus, it is
critical to understand how ICTs can influence both internal/intrinsic and external/extrinsic
motivation.
Intrinsic Motivation. Puteri (2018) notes that, in standard teaching and learning
processes, teachers are responsible for selecting teaching content and teaching resources, and
all students in these contexts are expected to learn in the same way and achieve comparable
learning outcomes. She observes that such teaching approaches and the activities associated
with them remove students’ autonomy and motivation. However, Lin et al. (2017) outline an
alternate model that incorporates elements of ICTs known as the online education model.
Under this model, a large number of colourfully illustrated learning resources can be
obtained from the Internet, in which students can choose the study materials in which they
are interested. Under this premise, the arrangement of flexible learning plans becomes
possible, which allows teachers to encourage the students to master the initiative of teaching
activities. Because students are able to choose elements that interest them most, they learn
about what they are intrinsically interested in, thereby increasing their learning motivation.
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As a result, they see quick progress and develop the ability to engage in self-study while
becoming more innovative and creative. Moreover, Lin et al. (2017) note that online
education allows each student to learn any time and anywhere and choose any course they
prefer and any chapter to start with.
Thus, students at different learning levels in the same classroom have the autonomy
to work at their own respective pace, allowing the learning process to fully reflect the
personality and autonomy of each student. This directly reflects the characteristics of active
learning. Because students who may be behind other students no longer put in a position to
be embarrassed about the academic gaps between them and their peers, learning can be fun
while students who are ahead of the curve no longer have to slow down their learning process
to allow students who are behind them to catch up. Thus, students will be engaged at their
innate level, thereby fostering their intrinsic learning motivation.
Extrinsic motivation. Hansen et al. (2019) observe that young people have a bias
toward immediate rewards. Thus, while traditional classes make it difficult to give students
immediate feedback, online real-time quizzes such as Kahoot! allow students to feel a sense
of accomplishment immediately after being presented with lesson content (Licorish et al.,
2018; Plump & LaRosa, 2017). Other applications have the possibility to enhance further
students’ classroom engagement and motivation, such as Rain Classroom. Sun (2020) states
that the blended teaching mode reform of the college English courses was developed through
Rain Classroom with the idea of the application of flipped classrooms and interactive
classrooms. Through the Rain Classroom application, students have access to the slides the
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instructor uses. If there is anything unclear in the slides, students could click the question
button on the application instead of raising their hand and showing it in front of the class.
This allows students to participate anonymously and avoid the stigma of having to ask a
question for lack of understanding. Moreover, the instructor will get the feedback and
analyze it after class about what needs further explanation in the next class. In an earlier
study, Nilson (2016) found that such dynamic approaches to education often facilitate
“enthusiasm, animation, [and] energy” and can capture students’ attention in the classroom
(p. 99). By utilizing attention-getting strategies, such as the incorporation of a wide range of
activities and various presentation modalities (Nilson & Goodson, 2018), teachers can more
effectively keep students’ interests in and focuses on the course.
2.1.2

Social Communication Needs
As noted by Garrison et al. (1999), building collaborative communities of inquiry is

crucial to understanding incomprehensible information. Learners exchange their ideas via
communication, which promotes the understanding of course content. With appropriate
teaching strategies, communication promotes collaborative learning communities. Even in
online education, communication helps students to participate socially and emotionally in a
community (Garrison et al., 1999). Moreover, Garrison et al. (1999) suggest that social
presence, a type of social communication associated with emotion, is a crucial element of
teaching and learning and is essential to establishing a critical collaborative learning
community. Sleeman et al. (2020) argue that teachers should integrate social media, not only
because it can support students’ in-class engagement and motivation but also because it can
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support their social integration. As noted by both the New London Group (2000) and Mills
(2009), social communication shapes education. Thus, it is necessary to fully participate in a
“dynamic and culturally diverse society” (Mills, 2009, p. 111). Recognizing this, Sleeman et
al. (2020) propose integrating social media and conclude that, for international students, this
approach can “facilitate online social connectedness with classmates through knowledge
sharing and communication” (p. 50). Thus, the usage of various social media platforms and
the cross-cultural responses in the courses are of great importance to meet social
communication needs.
2.1.2.1 Social Media
Given how critical social media can be to social communication within the context of
online courses, it is vital to understand both the benefits of facilitating social media and the
barrier to using social media platforms.
Benefits of Facilitating Social Media Platforms. DePietro (2013) argues that the
use of social media platforms in online classes, such as Facebook and Twitter, offers
pedagogical benefits. These benefits include participation, accessibility to class discourses,
and social connectivity.
Participation. DePietro (2013) discusses topics such as microblogging in the
classroom to illustrate how Twitter and similar social media platforms can facilitate students’
participation in the class through a case study. This participation is done by using third-party
tools that can change the way students answer questions, which can be advantageous to
Chinese international students for several reasons. First, posting comments or questions
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online does not interrupt the instructors whom students are taught to respect. Posting
comments allows students to formulate their thoughts at their own pace, so there is no worry
about making real-time vocabulary errors. Second, social media offer students flexible time
to consider, look up the correct words, and develop a thorough response. For example, it
allows students to participate in the discussion that may not happen within the context of
traditional class discussions. Impacted by the cultural background of Confucianism, many
Chinese international students are not willing to interrupt the instructors by interjecting or
asking questions during classes. Nor are these students typically comfortable with offering
responses in front of peers because they worry about making real-time vocabulary mistakes
and embarrassing themselves. However, being able to post responses on social media
addresses these concerns. Moreover, Chinese international students, who are either reluctant
to participate due to cultural influences or concerns about their spoken English skills, are
provided with a platform that allows them to participate more comfortably.
Accessible Discourses. Online formats also foster accessibility and facilitate studentcentred methods. Sun et al. (2017) state that media can help instructors implement studentcentred pedagogies in a blended online education environment. Social media platforms such
as Twitter can “encourage different students to participant in the discussions” (DePietro,
2013, p. 79). An accessible environment enables students to engage in in-depth discussions
with fewer language barriers. First of all, the language barriers of Chinese international
students influence their academic performance (Liu, 2016), but the discussion on social
media can enable every student to participate effectively (DePietro, 2013). In order to
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conduct academic activities and daily interactions in and out of the classroom, listening and
speaking are of great importance. Many Chinese international students have barriers to
speaking and listening (Liu, 2016). As a result, when native classmates speak English too
quickly for Chinese international students to follow or use unfamiliar words Chinese
international students do not understand, it becomes difficult for Chinese international
students to participate in class discussions. In this way, limited language skills impair the
performance and classroom participation of Chinese international students. However, when
reading native classmates’ comments online, there is no concern regarding the speed at which
they talk because they have transcribed their thoughts. Likewise, if there are words that
Chinese international students are unfamiliar with in a Tweet or Facebook comment, they can
look up the meanings of those words before continuing, which is not practical in a traditional
classroom. Thus, online discussions on social media can facilitate this part of teaching
activities by allowing these students to participate in the discussion freely.
In addition, in asynchronous discussions, learners have time to organize their
thoughts, reflect on their overall experience according to their personality, and analyze and
review key points of deep meaning (Garrison et al., 1999). Because everybody can access
and comment on social media sites, this approach is also beneficial. It allows students to
revisit their classmates’ input, which can be an effective study tool to clarify their meanings.
Students have enough time to consider and reorganize their responses to make the discussion
logical with less impact of some language barriers.
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Social Connectivity. Croxton (2014) argues that “social belonging, relating to others,
and feeling part of a community are… critical to students’ success and persistence” (as cited
in Nilson & Goodson, 2018, p. 121). In a higher education institution, with fewer classes and
more independent reading assignments, students may feel isolated, especially Chinese
international students who have language and cultural barriers (Liu, 2016; Sun et al., 2017).
This isolation can consequently influence their academic performance and confidence (Liu,
2016). As noted by Sun et al. (2017), Chinese international students may struggle to adapt to
the new surrounding physically, psychologically, and socio-culturally. Social media
engagement allows students to support other students and establish social connections that
can help them recognize that they are part of the community. When participating in online
courses, students may feel less connected with peers and instructors because of the lack of a
face-to-face environment. Thus, with the help of social media, establishing an online social
group can help Chinese international students to gain a sense of belonging while they are
studying in a foreign environment (Sun et al., 2017). Moreover, social media provide an
opportunity to expose international students to colloquialisms and informal communication,
such as emojis. Unlike academic discussions on the Blackboard, social media also promote
the development of multifunctional learning communities, in which students can chat easily
and more flexibly (DePietro, 2013; Sun et al., 2017).
Barriers of Using Social Media Platforms. Social media have changed the way
students communicate both in academic and social life. DePietro (2013) indicates that
Twitter and Facebook are beneficial for students’ discussion in the classroom and
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communication in their social life. However, communicating via Facebook or Twitter may
create barriers for Chinese international students. Some Western social media sites—such as
Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram—are banned in mainland China. Thus, students are not
allowed to extend their learning outside of the classroom via Western social media as
effectively as it inhibits them from participating with their peers in China.
Since Chinese students are familiar with Chinese platforms, like WeChat, a social
media application widely used in China, the majority of Chinese students typically prefer to
use Chinese language platforms (Sleeman et al., 2020). WeChat helps Chinese international
students overcome and reduce communication barriers because it is widely used in China to
establish informal and instant conversations (Sun et al., 2017). Moreover, if the Chinese
international students go back to China during the semester, they cannot access these social
media applications, which can consequently reduce the benefits that social media may bring
to the classroom.
Thus, when incorporating social media in the classroom, instructors should consider
culturally appropriate options. For example, they could include platforms such as WeChat
and Weibo, which are popular among Chinese international students, instead of or in
conjunction with popular Western platforms, such as Twitter and Facebook. However,
instructors only use popular platforms among Chinese international students, which could
prevent domestic students from engaging in the discussion and limit the Chinese international
students’ engagement with some of their classmates. Even if both multiple platforms are
used, it could end up segregating class discussion.
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Alternatively, instructors might also consider using academic-based platforms that all
students can access, such as Blackboard. These are platforms that all students would have
access to, thereby allowing international and domestic students to share a common discourse.
This could enable Chinese international students to engage in more meaningful class
discussions with their domestic classmates. However, this approach also has limits. For
example, students may not be familiar with these platforms, making them difficult to
navigate and requiring teachers to provide instruction on using the platforms. This could, in
turn, impede student engagement. That said, this option seems the most inclusive.
2.1.2.2 Dynamic and Culturally Responsive Teaching
Cultural responses include not only the culture of the host country but also the
ethnicity, race, nation of origin, gender, religion, age, sexual identity, ability, and other social
markers. As defined by Ennaji (2005), cultural identity is a group identity that is a part of
individual self-concept and self-perception. Cultural identity is a personal characteristic and a
common characteristic of members of groups with the same culture, related to ethnic groups,
religions, social classes, generations, regions, and social groups of their own unique culture.
As noted by Lee (2002), cultural identity is composed of complex individual understanding
of their own culture and the identification of social groups.
Though technology is vital in the classroom, the increasingly globalized study body
features culturally and linguistically diverse learners (Mills, 2009), which puts additional
demands on teachers. In this context, a variety of teaching approaches, including ICTs, have
the potential to support learning outcomes; however, Vail (2018) notes that for the success of
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students from diverse groups, digital learning must also be culturally responsive. Thus, it is
critical that teachers can create culturally responsive and customized learning options when
introducing ICTs into the classroom.
Vail (2018) observes that the proliferation of digital learning platforms and
approaches used with culturally diverse cohorts necessitates that online learning spaces be
dynamic and culturally responsive, which would also apply to the use of digital technology in
the classroom. Sleeman et al. (2020) recommend incorporating social media into the
classroom; they also note that it is beneficial to use social media platforms with which
students are comfortable engaging. For example, it is crucial to ensure the apps, social media
platforms, and online learning resources accessible to students.
With the development of online education, there are a number of international
students who study remotely from their native countries, which means students might be
studying in a program in Canada from countries such as China. If teachers in Canada are
relying on these platforms to engage with international students from China, it could create
barriers for these students. Therefore, using platforms that all students have access to is
critical. Likewise, students from families with low socioeconomic status may not be able to
afford the smart devices needed to engage online, such as tablets and computers, which could
likewise create barriers for students. Addressing potential barriers to participation allows
opportunities to engage socially with peers during the learning process and promote learning
motivation and engagement. For these reasons, Vail (2018) states that teachers must be
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culturally competent enough to recognize which social media platforms might create barriers
and employ those that maximize engagement among a diverse range of students.
2.1.3

Synchronous and Asynchronous Instruction
Relying exclusively on online courses could cause students to lose focus as many

students, such as auditory learners, need instruction and teachers to facilitate their
understanding of lesson content (Rogowsky et al., 2020). The asynchronous network
classroom method integrates various resources and synchronous and asynchronous tools with
classroom learning activities so that activities and technologies can be integrated together to
maximize the social existence, cognitive existence, and instructional existence (Dennis et al.,
2008; Garrison et al., 2001). Dennis et al. (2008) purport these three kinds of presence and
three strategies to promote synchronous online classrooms. These strategies include the
effective interactive design of teachers, students and content, use of supporting synchronous
and asynchronous resources and tools, and synchronous online classroom teaching design.
Thus, it is important to develop strategies to support both synchronous and asynchronous
classes.
2.1.3.1 Synchronous Instruction
In synchronous online classrooms, a CMC synchronous learning environment uses
network video conference software or websites—such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, and Cisco
Webex Meetings—as tools to deliver lectures. Students’ online engagement with various
real-time interactions in the online classroom, such as network face-to-face interaction
between students and teachers, which is similar to a brick-and-mortar classroom learning
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environment, can reduce the feeling of distance (McBrien, 2009). Dennis et al. (2008) note
that students can carry out higher-order cognitive activities, including mathematical problem
solving and language learning, in synchronous online classes with the same effect as a faceto-face learning environment.
In addition, a computer-mediated synchronous online classroom can achieve
multimodal communication by including features such as real-time video and audio
conferencing, and these features can create a timely learning environment (Dennis et al.,
2008). Synchronous online classes reduce regional restrictions and maximize educational
resources. This can have multiple benefits, including enhancing students’ understanding of
course content, potentially expediting learning progress, and providing learners with
flexibility in time and space (Lin et al., 2019). Brick-and-mortar classes need students to
travel to school and study in a specific place. In contrast, online synchronous courses provide
students lessons that can be accessed from any place in the world as long as they have smart
devices connecting to the internet. For example, international students can study from their
home country, saving time and money.
Moreover, Bradley (2021) suggests that keeping the webcam active effectively builds
a communication environment with facial expressions to reduce the influence that lack of
physical interaction brings. Due to the lack of social interaction, students may encounter
mental issues, such as depression and anxiety, and health issues by sitting in front of laptops
or smart devices. Although online courses are not appropriate for all students, there is no
denying that the benefits brought by the development of online classrooms are extraordinary.
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2.1.3.2 Asynchronous Instructions
Garrison et al. (1999) state that asynchronous instruction offers flexible time for
learners to conceive their thoughts and contribute to an in-depth discussion. With the help of
LMSs—such as Blackboard, Canvas, and Moodle—instructors facilitate topic discussions,
develop online activities, provide learners with choices, and help solve problems through the
decision-making process (Bradley, 2021). During the time given by the instructors, students
can share opinions on the discussion forum and develop new ideas by building their peers’
thoughts and insights. The discussion forum keeps the threads record, which provides a
platform for students to review the former discussion and develop further discussions.
Moreover, the higher completion rate of asynchronous learning activities enables
students to have a better understanding of learning concepts (Lin et al., 2019). Though
materials might be overwhelming, LMSs provide students with a guide to organize their
learning pace, making learning processes easy to recognize.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The study aims to develop a deep insight into online education methods and the
obstacles that Chinese international students encounter when taking online courses at a
Canadian university. The research also seeks to identify the students’ expectations and
learning needs. Thus, a qualitative case study was employed. To this end, it is essential to
understand who the participants are, how they were recruited, and the methods that were used
for data collection and analysis.
3.1 Research Questions
The study was guided by two key research questions:
1.

How do Chinese international students perceive their online learning experience
at a Canadian university?

2.

What strategies do Chinese international students employ to deal with challenges
they encounter in their online learning?
3.2 Research Design

A case study that focuses on exploring the in-depth experience of individuals can
provide insights into one issue (Creswell, 2018), and it can develop a broader spectrum of
detailed social experiences of research participants and illustrate how different aspects of one
person’s life are interrelated to explore a central phenomenon (Hoonaard, 2019). As this
study focuses on personal experiences, it is essential to allow participants to explain their
attitudes and feelings in their own way. With the help of in-depth interviewing, participants
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were encouraged to develop their responses with personal experience (Hoonaard, 2019). By
exploring similarities and differences in the participants’ detail, the findings of this study
may help to enrich the current understanding of how Chinese international students engage
with online learning.
3.3 Participants
To explore Chinese international students’ experiences with online learning, the
researcher recruited six Chinese international students who took online courses at a
university in southwestern Ontario: two undergraduates and four graduate students.
3.3.1

Recruitment Criteria
The current study aimed to examine the learning experiences and the expectations of

Chinese international students with regard to online education in Canada’s post-secondary
schools. Thus, the participants included undergraduates and graduates’ Chinese international
students who were taking and/or had taken online classes. In order to collect diverse opinions
from distinct aspects, the researcher recruited both graduate and undergraduate students. The
researcher likewise made an effort to recruit participants from multiple disciplines, though
only three different disciplines are represented among the six participants.
3.3.2

Recruitment Procedure
This study employed convenience sampling and snowball sampling. Convenience

sampling is a type of nonprobability sampling method, and the sample group is easy for the
researcher to reach (Creswell, 2018). Due to the impact of quarantine, it was difficult to reach
all the potential participants. Convenience sampling is an effective way to recruit initial
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participants. Snowball sampling is a sampling procedure to identify potential participants
with the help of initial participants (Creswell, 2018). This procedure can help locate and
recruit participants who meet the criteria of the study and who may be interested in the study,
which is effective in searching for potential participants (Hoonaard, 2019).
After obtaining the approval of the Office of Research Ethics at the University of
Windsor, the researcher recruited two classmates whom she knew to have taken online
classes. However, to avoid a sampling bias associated with such convenience sampling, the
researcher then used snowball sampling by asking the initial participants whom the
researcher contacted initially to forward the recruitment letter (Appendix A) through WeChat
to other potential participants with whom they were acquainted.
3.3.3

Demographics
Two of the participants were graduate students from the Faculty of Education, two

were graduate students from the Odette School of Business, one was an undergraduate
student from the Odette School of Business, and one was an undergraduate student from the
Faculty of Engineering. Half of them were in China taking online classes, and half took these
classes in Canada. There were a total of four female and two male participants.
3.3.4

Compensation
Each of the participants was given a red packet valued at ¥50 CNY (equalled to $10

CAD) in WeChat as compensation for their time. It is important to ensure that those who
volunteer are not motivated exclusively by the incentives or compensation being offered, as
this may create ethical dilemmas and poison the data collection. If the compensation is too
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generous, some people may participate even though they do not meet the criteria, which
could taint the data.
3.4 Data Collection
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with research participants, and the
interviews were carried out individually to allow participants to express their experiences and
ideas using their language to share their difficulties fully and comfortably (Creswell, 2018).
Semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions offer the flexibility that enables
researchers to find interviewees’ specific interests and understanding without the researchers’
limitations, unlike close-ended questions, which collect more restrictive forms of data
(Hoonaard, 2019). For these reasons, one-on-one interviews were ideally suited for the
current study.
3.4.1

Preparation
Participants who volunteered to participate in this study were asked to participate in

one-on-one interviews that lasted about 40 minutes on average. The interviews were arranged
at a convenient time for each participant. In addition, because of the COVID-19 pandemic,
interviews were conducted remotely via telephone.
In the preparatory stages, the participants were asked to read the consent forms
(Appendix B). As the interview was done remotely, it was not possible to get a signature on
the paper. Thus, the researcher explained potential risks to the participant and then asked
them to read the consent forms and then verbally agree. The participants were likewise
informed about the possible questions and the right to choose not to answer certain questions
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that might make them uncomfortable, and they were informed that they could suspend or
stop the interview at any time.
3.4.2

Interviewing
After reminding the interviewees about the purpose of the interview and gaining their

consent, the audio recording began. Each interview was recorded so that the data could be
transcribed using the audio transcription application of Newsmy recording pen and later
translated by the researcher. At the beginning of an interview, it is essential to set the
participants’ minds at rest and for them to focus. Therefore, at the outset, the investigator
introduced simple, short-answer questions to help ease participants into an interview and
make them feel comfortable enough to engage in conversation and confident in their ability
to answer questions. For example, before asking them to describe and evaluate their study
and living experience in Canada, they were asked questions relating to simple information
about their study experience and short-answer questions related to the study. Then, openended questions were asked to explore the participants’ experience in online education,
particularly their involvement in online education at the University of Windsor. To ensure
efficient completion of interviews and research, guided questions (Appendix C) helped the
investigator to focus on the interview topics to provide appropriate instructions without
personal opinions during the interview and ask the exact question on the interview guide
(Creswell, 2018). Thus, the researcher used an interview guide to keep the interview on track
and help the participants stay focused on the questions. When there was a lack of clarity in
the answer, the interviewer would follow up with probing questions by asking for examples
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or more details. This helped build a comprehensive understanding of the participants’
responses without personal judgement.
As the researcher and interviewees are all Chinese international students and native
Mandarin speakers, the interviews were conducted in Mandarin to put participants at ease
and help them express their experiences without language barriers. Since all the interviewees
have chosen to have the interview in Chinese, after transcribing the interview, the
transcription was translated into English by the researcher. Because the interviews are semistructured with guided open-ended questions, transcriptions and translations were conducted
immediately after each interview, which helped the researcher find potential issues with the
interview questions and modified them before the next interview to collect precise data.
3.4.3

Analysis
The analysis is an iterative process where provisional themes and codes are expanded,

collapsed, grouped, or redefined (Creswell, 2018). In this process, the researcher thoughtfully
reviewed the data to describe the qualitative data accurately and identify emerging patterns
and themes.
As the researcher conducted the interviews in Chinese via phone calls, the transcripts
of Chinese were developed after each interview. The process of analysis began by reading
these interview transcripts and identifying and colour coding key points. After reading all of
the interviews, various patterns became evident, making it easier to identify such patterns in
each interview. At this stage, the interviews were re-read and the distinct patterns were
colour coded. For instance, all the participants mentioned the influence of internet
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connectivity, which was marked by the researcher with the colour red. Because half of the
participants were in China and all of them have highlighted the impact of time differences,
the researcher marked that part with the colour purple.
In order to organize and analyze these patterns, a table was created to identify the
frequency with which each pattern occurred and identify potential correlations between
different data points. Meaningful data were pulled out and reorganized into different themes.
To further understand the implications of this data, the trends were then analyzed through the
lens of the studies theoretical. With the comparison of similarities and differences towards
the semblable questions, the key categories and themes were identified.
3.5 Ethical Considerations
Before conducting the data collection, the research was approved by the REB office
at the University of Windsor. Consent forms were verbally agreed upon by each participant
to ensure participants were aware of the interviewing procedure, that they voluntarily
participated in the research, and they were aware of the confidentiality of data and potential
risks. During the process of data collection and analysis, the researcher bore in mind to
protect and respect the participants. Two weeks after the interview, the participants were no
longer allowed to withdraw from the study.
The in-depth interviews aimed to collect the experiences of Chinese international
students in online education, and complete anonymity was difficult to achieve. Personal
information—such as their names, courses, and instructors whom they studied under—was
changed to protect the confidentiality of the participants. All the data was stored in an
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encrypted file in the researcher’s password-protected personal computer. The audio
recordings were deleted after transcription and translation.
Generally speaking, no significant risks or discomforts were associated with the
phenomenon being studied. Nonetheless, participants might have recalled memories that
brought out negative emotional responses or anxiety when talking about and recognizing
their barriers and struggles. To address this potential concern, the students were informed
that they were empowered to stop the interview at any time or pass over any question. This is
critical for Chinese participants who come from a Confucian background as the culture
reinforces individual subordination to authority figures. Thus, they may be reluctant to
challenge a perceived authority figure, such as a researcher, and may consequently feel
socially pressured to answer questions they do not want to. By reassuring them that they
could choose not to answer questions or end the interview whenever they choose, they knew
that they had the ability to dictate their level of participation in the study. Fortunately, none
of these concerns came out during the research.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
After interviewing four Chinese graduate students and two Chinese undergraduate
students who had online courses at the University of Windsor, significant data were
collected. Before the in-depth interview, the basic questions seem minor, which were
designed to get background information including the length of the online courses they are
having and the country that they are in now. However, the answers to those questions have
directly influenced their online study experience. This provided insights into the online or oncampus study environment for Chinese international students in Canada, specifically as it
related to the challenges and benefits of online learning. Thus, the following findings of the
data are categorized into these two aspects. To ensure the confidentiality of each participant,
the six participants were issued pseudonymos and referred to as Jasmine, Daisy, Lily, Cedar,
Basil, and Rose respectively.
4.1 Challenges
The participants collectively outlined a variety of challenges that can be categorized
into five subheadings: technical issues, instruction, social community, time-zone conflicts,
and self-restraint.
4.1.1

Technical Issues
The participants highlighted several technical issues, most prominently the quality of

the network connection and the accessibility and functionality of online applications.
4.1.1.1 Wi-Fi/Internet Connectivity
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Participants who had synchronous classes mentioned that the quality of the network
connection affected the quality of the course. For example, Cedar reported that some of his
instructors used real-time activities, such as in-class questions to motivate engagement;
however, unstable Internet connectivity created barriers to this engagement. Cedar detailed
the issues that he encountered during online classes:
The images that I would see on the screen did not always correlate with what the
instructor was talking about. The Internet speed or connectivity created a lag between
what the teacher was saying and the content I was seeing. As a result, I could not
participate during many in-class interactions effectively due to unstable Internet
connections.
Cedar was taking courses online while in Canada; however, some students were taking
classes while studying abroad from China. In these contexts, the Internet connection issues
proved even more difficult as there were more frequent and longer delays and lags. Thus,
when these students participated in class discussions, they may inadvertently speak over the
top of another student and their comments may not be heard until the class had moved onto
another topic. For example, Daisy, who had online classes in China, experienced what she
referred to as “the connection delay phenomenon”: “While I was giving a presentation, the
image was frozen and the voice was cutting out; thus, I was unable to communicate with my
peers and instructors.” Even though the class was synchronous, Daisy noted that it failed to
offer effective real-time interactions and inhibited communication and engagement.
4.1.1.2 Access
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The current issue is that China has many such websites blocked; therefore, students
have to use a VPN to gain access to these websites. That some participants were taking
online courses from China created additional issues with relation to access to certain
platforms. For example, Basil emphasized that he needed to frequently use a virtual private
network (VPN) to change the Internet protocol (IP) address on his computer in order to log in
to websites outside China. In some cases, his instructors implemented real-time quizzes that
were linked with content hosted on websites such as Google. The problem associated with
this is twofold. First, if students do not have access to a VPN, they cannot gain access to
certain course materials, whether synchronous or asynchronous. In addition, Basil noted that
even though he had access to a VPN, using it slowed down his Internet speed significantly,
which frequently interrupted and/or slowed down his network connection, leading to a
decline in the experience of the class. Due to network problems, there was no way for him to
get into the classroom on some occasions.
4.1.2

Instruction
The participants collectively reported that the instruction provided in online classes

created two key barriers: limited time and restricted modes of communication.
4.1.2.1 Limited Time
Jasmine and Daisy reported that the online courses typically featured shorter lectures,
which gave them less time to connect with and process lesson content. When taking face-toface classes, Daisy found that the in-person lectures were often longer for several reasons,
such as student engagement. Jasmine, Daisy, and Cedar reported that when the instructors
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take more time to explain lesson content, and when they respond to students’ questions, they
have more time to make a meaningful connection to the content and thus learn it more
effectively. This, Jasmine reported, was “especially true when learning abstract concepts.”
However, during online courses, Daisy found that “instructors often end lessons early and
there is less student engagement.” Daisy also reported that, though “gestures and body
language could help concretized abstract concepts,” thereby facilitating comprehension, these
modes of communication were “typically absent from in online classrooms.” As a result, the
amount of time the participants had to interface with new content was significantly shorter,
and they did not feel that this approach was conducive to learning abstract concepts. Daisy
reported her experience:
When providing lectures in a traditional brick-and-mortar class, the instructors are
often able to identify through my body language whether or not my classmates and I
understand the content. If there seems to be an issue with comprehension, the
instructor might take extra time aside to reinforce or re-articulate the meaning of a
certain concept.
However, in online classes, due to the lack of non-verbal cues such as body language and
facial expression, instructors might not notice whether students were following them and
therefore did not take as much time to stop and reiterate points that they might think the
students did not understand. Moreover, Cedar noted that this was exacerbated by the fact that
it was difficult for Chinese international students to express the need for clarity on certain
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topics, especially in an online learning environment. Thus, teachers tended to quickly move
on from a subject before students could ask for clarification.
4.1.2.2 Restricted Modes of Communication
Although online classrooms do make it a little easier to integrate some modes of
communication, they limited others. This restricted in-class communication engagement with
instructors outside of the class.
In-Class Communication. Five of six participants reported they preferred classes
that utilized diverse modes of communication. However, though many different modes of
communication are easily adopted in traditional brick-and-mortar classrooms, online
classrooms can actually limit the potential modes of communication. For example, Basil
reported that while taking classes in person, he could “do an experiment in the laboratory
with the lab instructions.” The forms of instructions were diversified, combining language
and operations. There were also software and experiment tools prepared for the lab. To
address this issue, some instructors did utilize different modes of teaching, but Jasmine,
Daisy, Lily, Rose, and Cedar reported that the number of different modes of teaching that
classes adopted varied depending on the instructors.
Another unanticipated barrier to in-class engagement was the shift from oral
discussion to online discussion forums that were exclusively conducted through written
responses. Jasmine illustrated an example of this:
One of the most important forms of homework in my online classes was writing
responses to online discussion forums; unfortunately, writing was one of my
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academic weaknesses. Learning new concepts was inherently challenging for me, but
writing the responses created a dual barrier to my engagement.
Daisy also recognized that writing was more difficult than speaking:
The sharing of ideas in one online class was restricted to written discussion forums,
which was not only time-consuming but also caused me some degree of anxiety and
led to depressive symptoms each week. I had anticipated that the main purpose of the
class discussion was to exchange ideas; however, the written responses create new
expectations and added restrictions.
In this way, a shift to written discussion forums created barriers to class engagement and
social connectedness for some of the Chinese international students.
The limited modalities used to communicate posed a unique problem for education
majors, such as Jasmine and Daisy. Both underlined that they wanted to observe how the
instructors teach the classes. When lecturing in person, teachers do not rely exclusively on
speaking but also use other modes of communication, such as gestural and body language.
Jasmine mentioned that “the observation of classes was of great importance for students who
wanted to be a teacher in the future.” Unfortunately, online classroom activities were limited
in this.
Teacher Support outside of the Classroom. In addition to limited communication in
the classroom, the online course also created barriers to accessing instructors, in part due to
cultural differences. In traditional Chinese classrooms, students do not typically ask
questions during class for fear of being shamed; therefore, when students do have questions,
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they typically ask teachers in private immediately after the class. Thus, one-on-one access to
teachers is critical for Chinese students. However, the participants reported that their
instructors did not typically stay online to take additional questions after class. This created
restrictions to their engagement. As a result, Daisy and Cedar reported that teachers’ support
in the online classroom was weak.
Instructors did give students access to them during office hours after class, but there
were two issues with this: cultural barriers and time zone differences. Although the
instructors welcomed students to book appointments during office hours, Confucian values
encourage students to respect their elders’ personal time. Thus, Daisy thought that “making
an appointment would be troublesome for the instructor.” She opted to “solve problems
independently,” which did not always prove effective. This was consistent with each of the
participants, none of who reported having booked an individual appointment with professors
during office hours.
4.1.3

Social Community
According to the participants, one of the primary reasons that they chose to study

abroad was to have the opportunity to engage with native English speakers and be immersed
within a foreign culture; however, several of the participants reported that they felt the online
format of the classes inhibited this opportunity. Based on reports from the participants, there
were two key issues that created barriers to developing social community and a sense of
belonging: time zone differences, and the lack of in-person interactions with classmates.
4.1.3.1 Time Difference
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There is a 12-13 hour time difference between China Standard Time (CST) and
Eastern Standard Time (EST), and this created an almost insoluble challenge for Daisy, Lily,
and Basil, the participants who were studying in China. The participants noted that classes
were typically held at 11:00 am and 5:00 pm EST, and though these times are reasonable for
Windsor residents, they require students studying from China to either attend class from
11:00 pm through to 2:00 am CST and then, in some cases, get up to attend classes at 5:00
am through to 8:00 am CST. During Daylight Savings Time, the difference increased to 13
hours, making the difference even more challenging. This made it difficult to engage in
synchronous classes and engaging in meaningful exchanges with their peers. Each of the
participants studying in China outlined their concerns about the time differences.
Daisy. Many of the classes that Daisy took began at 11:00 pm or midnights CST. She
wanted to attend synchronous classes with her peers and teachers so as to have the
opportunity to engage with them. However, she found that she “could not always stay up late
enough to attend class,” and when she did, she “fell asleep within an hour.” Even when she
was able to stay up, her “tiredness made it difficult to concentrate on what was being said,
and even more difficult to process and critically respond to lesson content.” Thus she chose
to watch the recording the second day, which limited her ability to join in with the class
activities. This reduced her “learning experience and motivation.”
Lily. As a business student, Lily’s schedule had a broader range of times than Daisy’s
schedule, and unlike Daisy, Lily was comfortable adjusting her schedule to attending latenight classes. However, she still had classes the next morning:
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My program also had classes in the early morning, which necessitated that I stay up
as late as 1:00 or 2:00 am CST only to have to wake up for the class at 7:00 am CST.
Though my teachers offered asynchronous content, they encouraged all students to
attend the synchronous classes to engage with lesson content.
This proved difficult for Lily, who struggled to stay up late and get up early the next day. As
a result, she could participate in group work and discussions as much as she would have
liked. Moreover, when she did manage to attend morning classes, she found that she would
fall asleep, which would have made it difficult for her to focus on what was being discussed
and engage with her peers and teachers.
Basil. The time difference also inhibited Basil’s social engagement. He noted that the
time difference and changed his sleep schedule cause him to lose track of time. This may
have been related to the fact that there is no Daylight Savings Time in China. This caused
him “to miss some classes due to confusion about the time and lack of sleep.” As a result, he
did not have as much time to listen to and engage with his fellow students and teachers,
thereby inhibiting his ability to develop strong social connections and a sense of belonging.
4.1.3.2 Lack of In-Person Engagement
The online nature of virtual classrooms did not allow participants to meet their
classmates in person, which they report made it difficult to build a relationship with
classmates during classes and created barriers to teamwork within the context of group
assignments.
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Class Engagement. The online synchronous classroom offers real-time
communication among students and instructors, which allows students to engage in the
classes. However, based on the participants’ responses, because of the messy room, privacy
issues and camera-shy, students preferred to turn off their cameras and keep silent most of
the time. For example, although Daisy forced herself to participate in the in-class discussion
at least ten times, it was hard to maintain the engagement. Daisy wanted to “communicate
with classmates in a multicultural context, not only with peers from China”; however, she felt
that she “lost the motivation to communicate with native English speakers when the
conversation was online.” When speaking face-to-face, Daisy felt more comfortable speaking
as she had multiple cues to interpret what is being said, such as “body language and gestural
expressions.” Cedar highlighted this same issue, noting that “it was difficult to understand
what other students were expressing without being able to see their facial expressions,
especially those with different accents.” Online, though, these additional cues were absent,
which created barriers to his comprehension and engagement and inhibited his motivation to
communicate with his peers. This was consistent with Lily, who noted that during group chat
sessions, she “often remained silent until the others in the group had finished speaking.”
In addition, in the face-to-face classes, participants were used to discussing the
content with their classmates during the class or the class break. Jasmine reported that
because of the language barriers, she did not fully understand the class sometimes. In the
face-to-face interactions, she could “ask classmates immediately” to catch up on the
meaning. The online classes limited the mutual support students could receive from
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classmates and the sense of belonging among a group. As a result, Jasmine felt that she was
fighting alone, a sentiment that was also reported by Cedar and Lily.
Teamwork Engagement. In addition to struggling with peer-to-peer engagement
during class, Rose likewise reported that it was difficult to keep in contact with the team
members when assigned with group work:
There were six students assigned to one group and tasked with completing a project.
However, three of my group members could not be easily reached. They simply did
not reply to emails and made themselves unavailable on the network, which made
communication impossible. As a result, only three of the group members ended up
making contributions to the group project.
Daisy likewise felt awful about her teamwork experience in online classes because it
was difficult to start a friendship with classmates. In the face-to-face classroom, they could
see each other, which she found to be an easier context in which to start communication. She
also noticed that the teamwork was usually completed separately with few discussions in the
online environment:
I was required to put together a presentation with a Canadian student who seemed
indifferent to the group assignment. In the very beginning, two of us divided the
content and then we worked individually without any communication during the
preparation process. Finally, we just simply put the two pieces of work together.
In this context, there was no meaningful engagement or opportunity for social engagement.
The concerns reported by both Rose and Daisy were likewise echoed by Basil, further
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underscoring the lack of opportunity to develop a social community or a sense of
belongingness.
4.1.4

Barriers Associated with Time Zone Differences
In addition to creating barriers to social engagement, the difference in time zones

created other issues relating to health, sleep, and learning outcomes.
4.1.4.1 Health Issues with the Abnormal Schedule
Due to the time zone differences, participants in China had late-night or earlymorning classes. Daisy thought having classes at that time was harmful to her physical and
mental health. She explained that staring at the screen and having online classes late at night
was frustrating and that her irregular sleep patterned left her feeling exhausted and depressed.
Similar concerns were shared by Lily, who reported that the classes interrupted her sleep
habits, leading to “disordered sleep patterns and fatigue throughout the day.” She needed to
“change the sleep schedule frequently” and could not have a regular time to sleep during the
semester.
4.1.4.2 Learning Outcomes/Marks
Each of the participants reported the importance of securing high grades; however,
the timing of quizzes and tests in synchronous classes reportedly made it difficult for the
students to fulfill their academic potential. For example, participants in China could not
attend classes at reasonable times, which interfered with their ability to focus. Lily, for
instance, reported that she “had classes with quizzes at midnight and struggled to focus on
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them.” This same observation was detailed by Daisy. Moreover, in some cases, Basil noted
that he could not even take a quiz due to time-zone conflicts:
In our class, the instructor would usually have in-class quizzes, and we need the code
to attend the quizzes. However, I was not able to attend complete the quizzes because
of when they were being conducted and due to the lack of accessibility to the
website… As a result, I could not earn the marks for the real-time quizzes and
assignments.
In this way, the time-zone difference compelled students to take late-night or early-morning
exams, which made it difficult for students to maintain the same level of focus that they
would during the day, thereby inhibiting their academic performance.
4.1.5

Self-Discipline
Participants reported another unexpected issue related to the online courses: the lack

of self-discipline. In China, teachers traditionally set a very rigid schedule that students must
follow; however, the online learning environment was self-directed in many respects.
Without a rigid structure, some of the participants felt that online classes made it too easy for
students to be distracted. Rose reported her experience: “It became easy for me to be
distracted by my smartphone and other things around me during online classes, which had
never happened to me when in a traditional brick-and-mortar classroom.” Cedar added that
the learning atmosphere was quite significant. He preferred to work together in the classroom
and study at the library with his classmates. Some students developed workarounds to this
issue. For example, Basil reported that he “made a study schedule according to the due date
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of the classes,” which helped him to follow up his learning process. Thus, self-discipline was
necessary to maintain focus when taking online courses, but this proved difficult for many
participants.
4.2 Benefits
Though the participants reported a number of barriers that they encountered when
engaging in online education, they likewise shared the benefits that they derived from this
model, highlighting four key benefits that were each related to increased flexibility: increased
access to learning materials, temporal flexibility, spatial flexibility, and engagement options.
4.2.1

Accessible Learning Materials
One of the most advantageous benefits of online learning was the increased

accessibility to learning materials. For example, many of the participants preferred to attend
synchronous classes; however, there were several barriers to this. To address this, most
teachers recorded their live broadcast, which allowed students to watch it again later at their
leisure. As a result, Basil and Lily, who were studying from abroad, could watch recorded
lectures regardless of the time-zone difference. Moreover, if there was content they were
unclear about, all of the participants could rewind and review content as many times as they
felt they needed to understand the lesson content, which facilitated their learning progress. In
contrast, Basil highlighted that “traditional brick-and-mortar classes have not typically
offered recording and playback functions.” In this way, the teaching materials were far more
accessible. In some cases, instructors even used multiple applications for the purposes of one
class. Each software was distinct, and their use depended on the instructor and/or department,
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and these increased options made it easier for students from different areas and different
interface preferences to access learning materials. Moreover, Basil reported that “while doing
experiments online, the result of data was shown in pictures and forms.” In this way, the
experiment was clear to observe and convenient to adjust with fewer mistakes.
4.2.2

Temporal Flexibility
The increased accessibility to learning materials has the added benefit of providing

temporal flexibility to the students. Participants reported that they could arrange their time
according to their studying pace. For example, Basil stated his experience: “It would have
been difficult to create a schedule if I had to attend all classes in real-time.” However,
asynchronous classes and accessible online content offered the flexibility he needed to
manage his classes. Rose added her experience: “having access to class videos allowed me to
watch the content several times at my leisure, and these repeated viewings allowed me to
better understand the content.” Jasmine reinforced this and added that she “had more time to
understand content by searching relevant explanations on Google and videos on YouTube.”
She likewise reported that the asynchronous format allowed her to create “a pre-recorded
presentation rather than a live presentation.” This provided her with the opportunity to use
multiple takes and practice to create the best presentation she could and allowed her to avoid
the anxiety she would have otherwise struggled with had she been required to present in realtime in front of her classmates. As a result, she thought her performance for the online
presentations was better than those she had done when presenting in front of a classroom in
person.
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4.2.3

Spatial Flexibility
The participants reported that they could take classes anywhere without travelling to

school. For instance, Daisy, Lily, and Basil were able to attend classes without travelling to
Canada. This allowed them to experience some of the benefits of international education
without the barriers that are often associated with it, such as culture shock and isolation from
friends and family. In addition, for online classes, even when taking back-to-back courses,
Basil was able to sit in the comfort of his bedroom or living room and move from one class
to the next without travelling or having to worry about being late:
When attending classes in person, I sometimes had back-to-back classes that required
me to travel across campus in the space of fewer than ten minutes, and this
geographical distance sometimes caused me to miss the first part of a lecture.
This gave students more time to study as they did not have to account for travel back and
forth to campus, and it likewise saved money associated with transportation costs, such as
bus fare or parking. As a result, Basil expressed his opinion: “Even if I were in Canada, I
would now consider taking online courses.” Rose also reported that online classes were
convenient for her to “have classes without travelling to the classroom in advance,” and
Cedar added that “when there was a risk of going out under heavy snow in winter or under
this epidemic, online classes were the best solution and made it much easier to keep
studying.”
4.2.4

Engagement Options
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Classroom live broadcast software, such as Blackboard, provided opportunities to
engage in class discussions both synchronously and asynchronously, and in some cases,
provided the participants with an opportunity to engage in instances where they may not have
otherwise engaged.
4.2.4.1 Synchronous Engagement: Real-time Discussion
Though the participants reported that online platforms created barriers to social
engagement and class participation, these platforms likewise made it easier for the
participants to engage in some respects. For example, Lily noted that “the professor's
questions and group assignments on the classroom content could effectively elicit the
enthusiasm of students.” She explained that synchronous classes with in-class questions
motivated students to participate. Based on the data collected from participants, there were
three methods that the instructors employed to ensure students understanding the content
during the synchronous classes: voting, answering questions in chat boxes, and group
discussion in class.
Voting/Polls. To get a sense of how students thought, some instructors used
anonymous, real-time polls to take votes via online applications. Students from a Confucian
background are often reluctant to participate in public polls or discussions for fear of offering
an unpopular opinion or providing an incorrect answer in front of their peers and thereby
embarrassing themselves. However, soliciting anonymous votes from the class via online
platforms freed these students to engage because their names and identities were not attached
to their votes. As a result, the online polls facilitated online engagement.
55

Chat Boxes. During classes, instructors would ask some questions and then let
students submit answers in the chat box or open microphones to offer answers. As noted,
students who studied under a Confucian context are sometimes reluctant to participate in
class, but the participants noted that concern is compound when answering questions in an
additional language as some students are concerned about how their accents will be
perceived. Text chat provided addressed both of these issues and thereby provided an
opportunity for the participants to engage in class. First, they did not have to answer
immediately and thus had time to thoroughly and carefully think out their responses. In
addition, they did not have to worry or be embarrassed about how students perceive their
accents because they were reading text not listening to their voice. This interactive
communication with instructors and peers can increase student participation.
Group Discussion/Break-Out Rooms. Some of the synchronous classes also
featured group discussions that were held in “break-out rooms.” In large classes, where the
sheer volume of students made meaningful class discussion difficult, some professors used a
feature that broke the class into smaller groups where discussion amongst peers could be
more easily navigated. Cedar reported that “during group discussion in these ‘breakout
rooms,’ smaller groups of students discussed lesson content amongst themselves, and the
instructor visited each of the groups to offer ideas and guidance.” Group discussions were
less intimidating because there were fewer classmates in front of whom the student was
talking so they might feel a little more comfortable engaging. It also provided an opportunity
for the participants to engage academically and socially with their native-English-speaking
56

peers, which was one of the benefits of international studies and a reason they had each
initially chosen to study abroad.
4.2.4.2 Asynchronous Engagement: Discussion Boards
As an LMS software, Blackboard also provides a platform to share ideas and discuss
asynchronously. Jasmine and Daisy reported that all of their instructors used Blackboard as
the primary platform for their online classes. Jasmine explained that “the online discussion
developed in the discussion forum on the Blackboard to share ideas with peers.” Students did
not have to answer questions in real-time and could therefore take their time to research and
articulate themselves as clearly and articulately as possible. This was especially important for
students who were worried that their grammar might be judged when speaking in real-time.
Writing down the answers and having classmates read the text, as a kind of text chat, was
able to alleviate the anxiety that some students might have regarding how native English
speakers might perceive their accent. The teachers could also go through their discussions
and make individual comments, thereby providing the students with meaningful feedback
about the engagement. Thus, the online discussion broads were able to facilitate class
engagement among the participants.
4.3 Expectations
To better understand the participants’ concerns, it is necessary to first establish the
expectations they had regarding their prospective learning experience at the University of
Windsor, some of which were similar. Based on a review of the data collected from the
participants, there were three key categories of expectations they collectively held when
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deciding to study abroad: academic excellence, international experience, and social
networking.
4.3.1

Grades
Each participant expressed that they wanted to graduate from the university with top

grades. The participants expressed their belief that high grades are a symbol of instructors’
recognition and can ensure future opportunities. With respect to assessment, many of the
participants came from a Confucian pedagogical background in which the key method of
assessment was standardized tests that require them to regurgitate facts that they had learned
through rote memory. However, the online platforms reduced the number of conventional
standardized exams and tests and focus more on writing assignments and participation; this
limited their ability to utilize the test-taking skills they had developed under the Confucian
model.
In addition, the participants were accustomed to being evaluated based on the merits
of their own work; however, several of the participants had to engage in group work, in
which their grades were dependent on the performance of other students. This was not
something that the participants were accustomed to, and Rose reported that she was uncertain
as to the expectations and nature of the grading:
I was disappointed that teachers did not provide more detailed instructions concerning
the scoring criteria and I would have preferred that a smaller proportion of my final
grade be influenced by my team members, some of whom did not seem interested in
doing the work and were satisfied with receiving low grades.
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4.3.2

International Experience
Another reason that the participants decided to study abroad was that the globalized

marketplace in China prizes international experience, and the participants believed that
studying abroad would provide them with a unique international experience that would set
them apart as potential employees. To this end, Jasmine, Daisy, Lily, Cedar, and Rose
reported that they would have preferred to have classes that blended traditional brick-andmortar classes with online content, which could give them the opportunity to spend time with
their local classmates. However, when classes were forced to go online, the participants
universally agreed that their preference was to have a class that integrated synchronous and
asynchronous content rather than having exclusively asynchronous classes.
This blended approach could provide Chinese international students with a way to
communicate with peers during the class. The synchronous elements would have allowed
them to continue to engage with native English speakers and get exposure to Canada’s
multicultural context and the different cultural elements of Western classrooms. However,
Jasmine expressed the experience that she had communications with native English-speaking
students:
I was not confident with my language while I worked with local students because I
did not have the opportunity to get to know their culture well. Thus, I did not receive
the extensive international experience that I was hoping to gain.
Daisy likewise highlighted that she wanted to “cooperate with English native speakers to
experience their culture,” while Basil and Rose also reported that they expected to engage in
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the class activities with students from different backgrounds. Each of them, though, felt the
opportunity to do this in online classrooms was limited. Such engagement would have been
vital for them as potential or prospective employees when applying to positions in globalized
companies that give preference to employees with international experience. Unfortunately,
the asynchronous classes did not allow them to engage in these diverse cultural contexts.
This was clearly stated by Jasmine and Daisy, who reported that they felt that they had
missed out on the opportunity to develop the international experience, which was one of the
core expectations they had when enrolling to study abroad.
4.3.3

Social Networking
Some of the participants also reported that they hoped their international studies

would allow them to build a strong social network to support their academic studies. For
instance, Jasmine added her classmates on Facebook and Instagram. Lily and Cedar reported
that they wanted to make local friends in the process of studying abroad. They felt that this
would have allowed them to integrate into their new academic culture more effectively and in
turn, would have facilitated their academic success. However, the nature of the online
courses prevented them from forming any meaningful social connections or friendships with
their domestic peers.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
Given that the current study explores Chinese international students’ online learning
experience, it is crucial to discuss the findings associated with the research questions and
literature reviewed, the limitations of this study, implications for practice, and suggestions
for future research. This discussion includes the challenges Chinese international students
encountered at the University of Windsor, the strategies they used to improve their
experience, and the benefit of the online courses.
5.1 Research Questions and Review of Relevant Literature
Two research questions guided the current study:
1. How do Chinese international students perceive their online learning experience at a
Canadian university?
2. What strategies do Chinese international students employ to deal with challenges they
encounter in their online learning?
5.1.1

Online Learning Experience of Chinese International Students
Lin et al. (2019) state that online learning has reduced spatial transportation, which is

consistent with the experiences outlined by the current study’s participants. This has in turn
allowed Chinese international students to take courses from their home. Because of the
distinction of two typical formats of online courses—synchronous and asynchronous—the
discussion is centered on these two formats and how they intersect with the participants’
social and cultural experiences.
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5.1.1.1 Synchronous Classes
Each participant emphasized their eagerness for real-time communication, which the
synchronous classes could offer, similar to the brick-and-mortar course. McBrien (2009)
notes that timely communication could reduce the feel of distance. Moreover, turning on a
webcam during the classes could enhance the experience of communication with facial
expressions to reinforce the virtual physical interaction.
During the interview, some participants expressed that they would have preferred to
see their classmates while communicating with peers during class. The participants believed
that seeing their classmates’ facial expressions would increase their feeling of engagement in
the communication. However, some participants also expressed their reluctance to turn on the
camera for several reasons, including camera-shyness associated and a reluctance to wear
makeup or display private spaces. In addition, the male participants reported not wanting to
have to wash and style their hair and so being reluctant to turn their cameras on. The female
participants expressed similar sentiments, adding that they also felt compelled to wear
makeup if they were going to turn on their cameras but did not always have time to do that.
This speaks to certain social expectations that are projected onto young people to conform to
certain beauty standards, which might inhibit engagement.
Generally speaking, turning on the camera is beneficial to the classroom as a whole.
Just as the communication problem with teachers and classmates raised in findings, the
camera can be used to increase mutual communication. For example, the instructor can see
the reaction of the students through the camera and decide whether to add an in-depth
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explanation or not. It can also increase the students' desire and enthusiasm for
communication when communicating with their classmates. Thus, the discussion group can
be divided into two subgroups: camera-on and camera-off discussions, which allow students
to choose a team for discussion. In addition, students can be encouraged to turn on the
camera during classes. For instance, turning on the camera and asking questions can be added
to the self-assessment scores.
5.1.1.2 Asynchronous Classes
Garrison et al. (1999) and Lin et al. (2019) propose that asynchronous instructions
provide students with the time to critically think about and discuss lesson content. This is
consistent with what was reported by some of the participants, who noted that they had more
time to think about and prepare responses and that this reduced the pressure associated with
language barriers and cultural reluctance to speak in class. These benefits of asynchronous
classes have been confirmed by most of the participants.
To foster a culturally inclusive classroom, instructors need to consider Chinese
international students’ views to ensure that these students are provided culturally responsive
and inclusive teaching models. For example, one of the potential barriers to class
participation for Chinese international students is their anxiety about demonstrating a lack of
background knowledge and therefore embarrassing themselves in front of classmates or their
professors, which iterates the findings of the study about international students in an online
distance education environment conducted by Zhang and Kenny (2010). This barrier is
compounded by the fact that they have additional anxiety regarding their English language
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proficiency: whether or not they are able to articulately convey their understanding in
English in real-time and whether or not their accent is going to have an impact on how others
perceive them. Thus, to make class participation more culturally inclusive, teachers could
promote engagement through online forums. In such a context, Chinese international students
have time to carefully think out, in Chinese if necessary, and translate their thoughts into
English before they post the passages. This addresses some of the cultural barriers that might
impede this student population from participating in class as they could have the opportunity
to share opinions that they would not have shared via traditional class participation. In this
way, the online discussion forums serve as a culturally responsive teaching approach that
allows the Chinese international students to engage in a way that they would not normally be
able to in a traditional brick-and-mortar classroom.
The key takeaway from here in terms of developing a culture-inclusive response is
that this method can facilitate engagement despite the limitations that it might have.
Moreover, this form of student participation might be something that teachers want to include
even in in-person classes. This is a potentially effective model because Chinese international
students will still have an opportunity to engage outside of the classroom even if they are not
comfortable doing so in the classroom. Moreover, this form of participation could give them
the confidence to engage in more Western forms of participation moving forward.
5.1.1.3 Social and Cultural Experience
In their interviews, the participants reported that they hoped to make local friends or
friends from different cultural backgrounds to experience the studying-abroad life. Due to the
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limitation of language and platforms, some participants reported that they felt isolated. Liu
(2016) found that experiences with isolation can inhibit students’ academic outcomes and
self-confidence; thus, this feeling of isolation may have impacted the participants of the
current study.
In addition to being physically distanced from their peers, the software used in the
participants’ classes sometimes inhibited their social interactions with fellow students.
Because they used the same social media platforms and shared a common cultural
background, Chinese international students were likely to add each other on WeChat.
However, to engage with Canadian students would have required that the Chinese
international students create new social media accounts on platforms that they may not only
be unfamiliar with but have no access to from China, such as Instagram and Facebook.
Instructors reportedly did not pay much attention to the social and cultural connectivity of the
students, and the opportunity to start a friendship was limited to the participants.
Participants were expected to interact with classmates from different cultural
backgrounds. Starting from their existing practice, they could understand other cultures in
this way. One of the elements of multiliteracies is allowing students to experience the new
through the known (New London Group, 2000). This often refers to integrating elements of
the student's cultural background and knowledge into the classroom so that they can see that
cultural knowledge present in the lesson content. This provides students with something that
they are familiar with and can then scaffold on to understand lesson content. For instance,
Kahoot! quizzes require students to engage using smart devices, which allows students to
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participate in class using the same technology they use to engage with their peers. In
addition, it also allows students from a Confucian pedagogical background to draw on the
test-taking skills they have developed to engage in class. Moreover, it is culturally inclusive
because it allows for anonymous participation. Though Chinese international students may be
reluctant to offer answers in front of their peers for fear of potentially embarrassing
themselves with an incorrect answer, the Kahoot! quizzes allow them to participate
anonymously, removing a potential cultural barrier to class participation.
5.1.2

Strategies for Chinese International Students to Address Challenges
Based on an analysis of the findings from six participants, three distinct strategies

were utilized to navigate the challenges they encountered. These strategies were related to
motivation, flexible instructions, and connecting with their peers.
5.1.2.1 Goal Setting
Puteri (2018) states that the internal and external learning motivations of students
stimulate their engagement. Chasing high grades is the external motivation for most Chinese
international students. They make significant efforts to secure top grades, which gives them a
sense of satisfaction and achievement. All the participants expressed that they wanted to get
top grades, which indicates that they needed to understand the content of the class and
improve their overall performance. Thus, they took the in-class discussion as a task to
accomplish. Setting a goal and completing it could stimulate motivation. For instance, one
participant reported that he broke the assignments into small tasks and finished them
according to his schedule. That made the assignments manageable for him and easy to
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examine the progress. Completing small tasks brought a sense of achievement during the
process of multiple assignments, which could help students maintain motivation. However,
the difficulty for the goal-setting was with maintaining stimulation and motivation during the
period. As noted by Hansen et al. (2019), immediate rewards would interest the attention of
young people; thus, these rewards could give Chinese international students a sense of
achievement in real-time. One of the participants stated that she made a goal to communicate
with peers at least ten times in each class. Rather than ambiguous tasks, goals with numbers
are clear to verify. However, the online discussion reduced the participants’ interests and
motivations. In the online discussion, the participant found it was easy to decrease the selfrequest since she was tired of the online discussion and because it was difficult to maintain
the same level of accomplishment all the time. Thus, after achieving the goal, she would
reward herself with a cup of bubble tea or a cheesecake, which helped her maintain her
motivation.
5.1.2.2 Flexible Instructions
When the participants could not fully understand the course content, they preferred to
figure out the problems by searching the relevant materials online rather than seeking help
from instructors or peers because they did not want to trouble others with their questions, and
these instructions were flexible, which made them easy to navigate. Lin et al. (2017) detail an
alternative model that supported the flexibility of instructions the students preferred. Online
education not only offers the materials about the classes but also a way to study. Students
could freely choose the methods and content of explanation. For example, participants, who
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have the accessibility to YouTube and Google, searched relevant videos or documents online.
They could take the time to choose the instructions that interested them and get a better
understanding of the multimodal explanations. As the materials they chose attracted them the
most, the interests in the instructions stimulated the intrinsic learning motivation.
5.1.2.3 Social Connection
Participants expected to establish friendships with peers. To this end, one of the
participants, who was taking online courses from Canada, added classmates on Instagram and
Facebook. With the information on social networks, it was easy to find their classmates on
Instagram and Facebook. Sharing life stories and commenting on each other’s posts on social
media helped the participant maintain the connection. Sleeman et al. (2020) note that
communication outside of the classroom facilitates the relationship among students and helps
them share and exchange knowledge in cross-cultural aspects. Social communication shapes
the in-class participants and social belonging and helps students express themselves in the
classroom. After having seen pictures that fellow students shared on social media, it was
much easier for the participants to understand their classmates’ interests and find friends who
shared similar interests. This is helpful as friendships help students think actively, overcome
language barriers, and start to share opinions in front of peers.
Based on the descriptions from participants, the time difference was a critical
problem that impacted their experience. With the recording of the real-time course,
participants could have the opportunity to watch class lectures. However, the class
atmosphere was facilitated via interactive activities, participants wanted to have the
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synchronous classes because asynchronous classes lacked real-time feedback and
engagement, which paralleled the findings outlined by Grazulevicius et al. (2020).
In online education, students stay home, where there are many distractions. Selfdiscipline was necessary for participants to keep focused; however, the effect of selfmanagement varied from person to person. Half of the participants stated that they preferred
to study in the library with their peers instead of having the classes at home alone. Studying
in a learning community could reinforce the social needs that students seek and thus promote
their learning experience.
5.2 Limitations of the Study
Though the current study offers a number of valuable insights with regard to how
Chinese international students engage with online learning, there are some potential
limitations, namely with respect to the representation of academic disciplines, the limited
nature of self-reported data, and potential translation concerns.
5.2.1 Representation
Although qualitative data is not typically expected to be representative of a broader
population, the context of the current study would have made it optimal for there to be a
representation of students from both (1) the humanities and social sciences and (2) science,
technology, engineering, and math (STEM) fields. However, of the six participants, only one
was from a STEM field, and the remaining participants were from education and business
exclusively. As a result, the study did not get a significant amount of information of students
from STEM fields, and even within the humanities and social sciences, there was an
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overrepresentation from two specific disciplines. As a result, the data that was collected may
not offer as a diverse range of experiences as could have been possible as the issues that were
raised could be unique to the disciplines that were represented.
5.2.2 Self-Reported Data
Another potential limitation is the fact that the data was all self-reported and could be
exaggerated or biased. Several different response biases were possible in this context. For
example, the participants may have been influenced by acquiescence bias, meaning that they
offered answers that they assumed the researcher was looking for (Knowles & Nathan, 1997).
The participants may have likewise been influenced by social desirability bias, which means
they may have provided answers that would be consistent with answers they assume would
be socially desirable (Furnham, 1986). For example, they might not share what they perceive
to be unpleasant details about themselves or may describe themselves as they want to be seen
instead of offering an authentic representation of themselves.
5.2.3 Translation Concerns
Because the interviews were conducted in Chinese and then translated into English,
there may be concerns about nuances of their responses being lost in translation. Although
the researcher is fluent in both Mandarin Chinese and English and is ideally qualified to be
able to translate the interview data, there is still a potential risk for language barriers and
meaning lost in translation due to interviews being completed in one language and reported
in another language. For example, if there were some Chinese colloquial expressions that did
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not translate clearly into English, the researcher simply translated these expressions by using
a parallel colloquialism or simply translate the terms into a more concrete expression.
5.3 Recommendations of the Study
Based on the findings of this study, several suggestions can be made to improve the
learning experience of Chinese international students in higher education in Canada with
respect to some strategies that can be employed by instructors and others that can be applied
by students. In addition, the findings can also inform the direction of future research.
5.3.1

Suggestions for Instructors
Concerning the strategies that instructors in online classrooms associated with

Chinese international students can use, there are two key considerations: alternative class
delivery methods and culturally inclusive instructions.
5.3.1.1 Class Delivery Methods
Instructors could record the synchronous classes. For those students who are not able
to attend the live classroom in real-time, the recordings could help them catch up with the
content. Chinese international students who have time difference issues could be offered an
alternative choice to the asynchronous session instead of risking losing marks due to their
inability to attend live classes. Due to time-zone differences, the participants studying in
China could not always participate in classes as they would have had been studying in
Canada. To address this, the instructor could provide accommodation by recording the class
for these students to access as an asynchronous option for classes.
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The increasing proportion of asynchronous classes also helps to avoid issues brought
by synchronous classes, such as unstable internet connectivity and lag. Unlike the
synchronous classes, there are no real-time interactions in the asynchronous classroom,
which addresses concerns related to unstable internet connectivity and time-zone differences.
The recordings of classes provide an opportunity for students to review what they have learnt
at any time during the term. Moreover, instructors could change the live time slightly every
two weeks in order to provide synchronous classes for students in a different time zone in
order to reduce the challenges that asynchronous classrooms may bring.
5.3.1.2 Cultural Inclusivity
Instructors could provide culturally inclusive classes by understanding different
cultural backgrounds. In the context of Chinese international students, this means addressing
two particular concerns: in-class engagement and critical thinking.
In-Class Participation. Because the Confucian pedagogical model prioritizes respect
for teachers, many Chinese international students are reluctant to speak in class because the
teacher-centred classrooms they grew up in encourage silence, not discussion. To address
this, instructors could encourage Chinese international students to ask questions and
participate in the team discussion. For example, instructors could add incentives, such as
bonus marks or participation grades, to encourage students to participate in the in-class
activities. Moreover, Chinese students often ask questions after class. Western teachers could
adopt this model by setting aside time for a ten-minute question period at the end of class.
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This would allow Chinese international students to organize and ask questions without
interfering with the instructor’s lesson.
Critical Thinking. To cultivate critical thinking, instructors could help students team
up with peers from different cultural backgrounds. The most student-centered approaches
typical of Western schools often create a learning curve as students are expected to be
independent learners and critical thinkers. The shift to online courses has exacerbated this
challenge as students are now expected to be even more autonomous. The participants
realized the importance of critical thinking and active participation. However, as noticed
from the interviews of participants and other researches about international students (e.g.,
Zhang & Kenny, 2010), it is found that cultural background and language barriers shape the
thinking of critical ideas. Chinese international students may need more in-depth and specific
instruction to guide them. The encouragement and guidance from instructors are particularly
important for Chinese international students accustomed to receiving rigid and detailed
instruction and guidance from teachers in their native Confucian pedagogical contexts.
5.3.2

Suggestions for Chinese International Students
The learning experience of students is not only impacted by the instructors but also by

how students engage with a course. Chinese international students could adapt to the
Canadian teaching methods with open-minded and active attitudes. In the synchronous
classes, they could take the initiative to participate and ask teachers if they have any
questions. When selecting a group, they should choose the students from other countries as
team members. This might be challenging for the first time as there may be cultural barriers
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and issues with differences in time zones, which echoes the findings of Zhang and Kenny
(2010): due to the lack of certain cultural information, international students have difficulties
communicating with their classmates on the discussion board. However, building
connections with students from other cultures will provide Chinese international students
with learning opportunities that can improve their cultural competence, time management,
and problem-solving skills. This kind of development is critical as the entire purpose of
studying abroad is to gain experience in international and culturally diverse contexts.
5.3.3

Suggestions for Future Research
The current study was exploratory in nature; thus, there remain many gaps in this

field of study. With this in mind, there are several approaches that future research can take in
order to address these gaps, both with respect to demographics and methodology.
5.3.3.1 Demographics
With regard to demographics, future research that seeks to develop a more thorough
understanding of Chinese international students’ experiences with online learning should aim
to recruit participants from different disciplines to ensure a broader range of representation.
In addition, studies that seek to understand how post-secondary institutions can support all of
their international students should consider recruiting participants from other institutions
across Canada and/or international students from other countries or language groups.
5.3.3.2 Methodology
Regarding methodological approaches, there are several options that future research
could take when investigating online learning for Chinese international students. For
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instance, more comprehensive qualitative studies could be done using a longitudinal study as
participants perspectives may change over time. Research data could also be collected from
different sources including classroom observations and teacher interviews along with
interviews with students. Rather than simply gaining students’ insights or perspectives
following a course or while they are taking one, such approaches would be able to record
their experiences throughout the process while also allowing researchers to triangulate
information by comparing and contrasting student feedback with researcher’s classroom
observations and inputs of instructors. In addition, quantitative research can be conducted to
get information from a large sample of participants to evaluate findings in a broader range.
5.4 Conclusion
This study focused on the experience of Chinese international students in online
education at a Canadian university that is associated with technical conditions, social
communication, and the methods of instruction. The courses in Canadian universities were
fully online during the COVID-19 pandemic time, and Chinese international students
encountered various difficulties related to the online learning experience. Internet
connections and time differences were significant obstacles for students studying at a
Canadian university from China. The language and cultural barriers of Chinese international
students in online education have also been identified in the study. Consequently, they may
fight to adapt to the new environment physically, psychologically, and socially (Sun et al.,
2017). For example, they may worry about their English language ability and their
participation in online classes (Zhang & Kenny, 2010), which could limit their ability to
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efficiently participate in class. Thus, it is beneficial to integrate various resources and tools to
facilitate classroom learning activities (Dennis et al., 2008; Garrison et al., 2001).
The current study found that, when employed properly, both synchronous and
asynchronous modes can meet the learning needs of Chinese international students in the
online learning environment. The asynchronous components could help to reduce the
challenge of language barriers, thereby ensuring that Chinese international students have
more time to understand and participate in the discussion forums. Moreover, the availability
of recordings of synchronous components was a useful solution for the problem caused by
the time difference. However, due to the lack of face-to-face interaction in asynchronous
classes, it was easier for Chinese international students to feel isolated; thus, it may be
necessary for instructors to make concerted efforts to Chinese international students to
engage in the discussion and support them in class. Though the participants each prioritized
academic performance, they did not want to neglect their learning experience, especially with
regard to interactions with classmates from different cultural backgrounds. In order to
increase opportunities for Chinese international students to interact with their local
classmates, instructors should use inclusive platforms for inter-student communication to
ensure that those who do not have access to certain social media platforms are not excluded
from class discussions. In addition, prompt feedback from the instructor was highly valued,
and it is crucial for the instructor to keep a balance between synchronous and asynchronous
components of their course to maximize students learning experience.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A:

Recruitment letter

RECRUITMENT LETTER
Dear anticipated participants:
If you are a Chinese international student who has taken an online course at a
Canadian post-secondary institution, then I would like to invite you to participate in a study
that explores the obstacles Chinese international students encounter in online education. This
study aims to identify the strengths and limitations of online learning to formulate
recommendations that can improve the future experiences that Chinese international students
have with online learning in Canada’s post-secondary schools.
My name is Li Ji, and I am a graduate student from the Faculty of Education at the
University of Windsor. I am now conducting research for my Master’s thesis under the
supervision of Dr. Zuochen Zhang. I am looking for Chinese international students to
participate in one-on-one interviews. The recruitment targets students who have courses in
multiple programs, including undergraduate and graduate programs, in Canadian universities.
The participant should have experience of online courses and/or have an ongoing online
course. If you meet these criteria and agree to participate, you will be required to attend a
one-to-one interview which is expected to take less than one hour. The interview will be
conducted online at your convenient time, and you will receive compensation in the form of a
red envelope valued at 50 CNY in WeChat.
Your participation in the study is voluntary and any information that is obtained in
connection with this study will remain confidential. If you are interested in participating in
this study, please feel free to contact me at ji11w@uwindsor.ca or 226-340-2030.
This research has been cleared by the University of Windsor Research Ethics Board.
If you have questions regarding your rights as a research participant, please contact
the Office of the Research Ethics Board, University of Windsor; Telephone: 519-253-3000,
ext. 3948; e-mail: ethics@uwindsor.ca.
Thank you in advance!
Sincerely,
Li Ji
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Appendix B:

Consent form

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
Title of Study: A Study of Chinese International Students’ Online Learning Experience in a
Post-secondary Institution in Canada
You are asked to participate in a research study conducted by Li Ji,
a Master’s candidate from the Faculty of Education at the University of Windsor. Li Ji is
conducting this study for her master thesis under the supervision of Dr. Zuochen Zahng.
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel to contact Li Ji
at ji11w@uwindsor.ca or Dr. Zuochen Zhang at zuochen@uwindsor.ca.
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
The proposed study aims to develop deep insights into online education methods and the
obstacles that Chinese international students encounter when taking online courses at
Canadian universities. As thousands of Chinese international students come to Canada for
higher education, it is critical to identify the obstacles that they encounter when engaging
with online learning. To understand the challenges and to best meet students’ expectations,
these issues need to be researched and identified. This can be done through discussions with
students about the benefits they receive and the obstacles they encounter when engaging in
online learning. The study also seeks to identify which online learning designs most
effectively support the learning needs and expectations of international students. By studying
the key elements of a course design, such as delivery methods and assessment, the significant
components of online learning can be identified and critically assessed.
PROCEDURES
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in a one-on-one
interview that is anticipated to last approximately 30-60 minutes. The interviews will be
arranged at a convenient time for each participant and will be conducted through online video
meetings or phone calls, depending on which option each participant is comfortable with.
Before the interview starts, the participants will first be asked to read and sign the consent
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forms. As the interview will be done remotely, a paper signature will not be possible. Thus,
the researcher will explain potential risks to the participant and then ask them to read the
consent forms before securing a verbal agreement. After that, the researcher will use an
interview guide to keep the interview on track and help the participants stay focused on the
questions. At the beginning of the interview, a few simple questions will be asked as ice
breakers to help put participants at ease, help them feel comfortable and confident when
answering questions, and get to know the participant’s study background. Then, open-ended
questions will be asked to explore the participant’s experience with online education,
particularly their involvement in online education at the University of Windsor.
POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS
Generally speaking, there are no significant risks or discomforts arousing in the study.
Nonetheless, there is a possibility that some of the questions may recall unpleasant memories
that participants have experienced. In case this happens, the participants will be told that they
can decline to answer any questions they do not feel comfortable answering, which should
minimize the potential risks.
POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY
Aside from compensation, participants in the study may benefit from being encouraged to
critically assess their engagement in online learning, which could help them identify their
strengths and weaknesses when engaging in this mode of learning. The study will also
provide the participants with an opportunity to reflect upon their experiences in online
education. It can help the participants develop a better understanding of online education
methods and the obstacles to online courses in Canada. With respect to the participants
themselves, these discussions can make them more critically aware of their challenges, which
may help them anticipate and address future issues more efficiently. Moreover, they may
realize that the struggles they did encounter were not a result of any deficiency on their part
but rather the online learning design. This realization could increase their confidence and
self-efficacy, which may positively affect their future academic performance. The findings of
the study will be informative for educators and help identify which online learning designs
most effectively support the learning needs and expectations of international students. The
study will also provide insights that may potentially enhance the online learning experience
and thus better promote learning outcomes.
COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATION
Each of the participants will receive a red envelope valued at 50 CNY in WeChat.
CONFIDENTIALITY
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Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with
you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission.
Although complete anonymity can be very difficult to achieve during the interviews, the
investigator will stay vigilant to protect the participants’ confidentiality and privacy. Personal
information, such as the names of specific courses that the participants took and the names or
specific instructors whom they studied under such as names, will be excluded when recoding
the data to make confidential responses. Pseudonyms will be used in the discussion section to
ensure confidentiality.
All data will be stored in an encrypted file in the researcher’s password-protected personal
computer. The final report will not mention any participants’ identifications. The researcher
will be the only person who has access to all data. When there is a need, access will be
provided to the researcher’s supervisor. Once the study is completed, all data which might
lead to an identification of the participants will be obliterated.
PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL
Participation in the study is voluntary, which means participants are free to choose whether
or not to take part. The interview is guided by a list of questions. However, during the
interview, the participants have the right to not answer questions or completely withdraw
from the study. The participants have the right to withdraw from the study at any time up to
the point of the completion of data analysis. Once data analysis is complete, the participants
can no longer withdraw consent or ask for data destruction. The investigator may withdraw
you from this research if circumstances arise that warrant doing so.
In the event of a withdrawal, all information the participant provides, including audio
recording, will be destroyed and omitted from the final report. There are no negative
consequences for the participants if they choose to withdraw.
FEEDBACK OF THE RESULTS OF THIS STUDY TO THE PARTICIPANTS
A summary of the research findings will be posted on the University of Windsor REB
website.
Web address: https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/research-result-summaries/
Date when results are available: June, 2021
SUBSEQUENT USE OF DATA
These data may be used in subsequent studies, in publications and in presentations.
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RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS
If you have questions regarding your rights as a research participant, contact: The Office of
Research Ethics, University of Windsor, Windsor, Ontario, N9B 3P4; Telephone: 519-2533000, ext. 3948; email: ethics@uwindsor.ca
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Appendix C:

Guided interview questions

GUIDED QUESTIONS OF INTERVIEW
1. How long have you been studying in Canada?
2. How many online courses have you taken?
3. What do you think are the features in the online course(s) that best facilitate your
learning?
4. What strategies do you use to deal with the challenges you experience in your online
learning?
5. How would you teach the courses(s) if you were the instructor(s) and why?
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